Introduction
The evaluation and inspection of many public services, including education, has become increasingly common in most countries in the developed world (McNamara & O'Hara, 2004; MacBeath & McGlynn, 2002) . There are various reasons why this may be the case. It can be argued that it is, on the one hand, a part of the movement towards low-trust policies derived from the ideology of neo-liberalism which seeks to apply the values of the market to the public sector. On the other hand, it can be argued that increased evaluation is a necessary and defensible component of democratic accountability, responsibility and transparency (O'Neill, 2002) . What cannot be denied is that this process, both at the level of nation states and through the policies of influential organisations such as the OECD, the EU and the World Bank, continues to gather pace. Equally, however, there is also a growing debate regarding the appropriate extent of such evaluation particularly as research increasingly shows that external monitoring of an intrusive kind can seriously damage the autonomy and morale of professionals and organisations (Hansson, 2006) .
In consequence, a worldwide debate continues as to the balance to be achieved between accountability and professional autonomy and between professional development and external judgement. Resolving these conflicting demands has become a major burden on school leaders, often caught between requirements for external accountability on the one hand and their roles as staff motivators and developers on the other (Bottery, 2004) . Research is increasingly pointing to the importance of an ethical framework which can provide leaders with a secure base from which to defend the educational philosophy and practices which are important to them (Fullan, 2004) . In addition, new models of educational decision making which emphasise the centrality of distributed leadership (De Jong & Kerr-Roubicek, 2007) to the creation and maintenance of whole school wellbeing (Kilpatrick, Falk, & Johns, 2002) , clearly identify the importance of the school leaders' ethical framework to the creation of a professionally rewarding and personally enriching school community.
The research reported on here sets out to explore the idea of a personal vision or core of ethics as being central to educational leadership, through in-depth interviews with a number of school leaders. The chapter begins by briefly placing educational leadership in the modern context, characterised by the paradox of apparently greater decentralisation of responsibility to schools being in fact coupled with a further centralisation of actual power and greatly increased surveillance of performance (Neave, 1998) . Relevant developments internationally, and then specifically in the context of Ireland, are described. It is suggested that in Ireland the modern educational context may indeed be creating difficult ethical and moral dilemmas for leaders to face. To see if this is so in practice five in-depth interviews with school principals are reported. The evidence arising from these interviews indicates that school leaders do feel guided by a strong moral or ethical compass. There is also evidence, however, of both internal contradictions and feelings of conflict with the essentially pragmatic nature of much of the decision making required by the realities of day-to-day life as a school principal in twenty-first century Ireland.
Leading in the Age of Evaluation
In an article entitled "I audit, therefore I am" in The Times Higher Education Supplement (THES, October 18, 1996 , quoted in Simons, 2002 Michael Power, Professor of Accounting at the London School of Economics, defined our era as
